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Susquehanna&Tidewater 
Map by W.H.Shank, PRE. 


This map shows all the 1243 miles of state-owned, or privately owned canals operated within the boundaries of Pennsylvania 
over a period of nearly 135 years. Not all of these canals were in operation concurrently. Also indicated are the state-owned or 


privately owned railroads which formed an integral part of the canal system. Connecting canals or navigation systems to the six sur- 
rounding states are also shown. (Map prepared by the author ) 
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The Pennsylvania Main Line Canal 


The Pennsylvania Canal was authorized by the state legislature on February 25, 1826 with 
groundbreaking ceremonies in Harrisburg beginning on July 4° of the same year. The Western Division of the 
canal from Johnstown to Pittsburgh was opened to traffic in 1831. The Eastern Division of the canal ran from 
Midddletown to Columbia was opened in 1833. The Juniata Division, between Huntingdon and Hollidaysburg, 
was opened in 1832 but was immediately shut down when it was found that some of the locks and aqueducts 
were faulty and had to be rebuilt. It was opened to full operation in 1833. The Allegheny Portage Railroad was a 
37-mile stretch of track that carried the canal boats over Allegheny Mountain from Johnstown to Hollidaysburg. 
It was authorized in 1831 and was open to traffic in 1834. The last section of the Pennsylvania Canal was the 
Columbia and Philadelphia Railroad authorized in 1828 and completed in 1834. 
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Penn Lock at Harrisburg, about 1890 


To really understand the who’s, what’s, why’s and wherefores of the Pennsylvania Canal we have to 
travel back in history a few years to the beginning of canal building in America. The settlement of the frontier, 
the development of agriculture, and the exploitation of natural resources generated a demand for new ways to 
move people and goods from one place to another. Privately owned toll or turnpike roads were followed first by 
boats and ships on the navigable rivers then by the construction of canals and then in the 1830s by the 
introduction of railroads for steam-powered trains. 


There are many canals designated first by the towns and areas that created them. It all depends on your 

definition of a canal. 

1) The Cut River or Break Through in Plymouth Colony connected Plymouth Harbor with Marshfield 
on Green Harbor, documented in 1636. The cut created an inland waterway connecting the coastal 
towns and avoided Gurnet Point, which was long and perilous for the colony's small craft. 

2) Mother Brook in Dedham, Massachusetts Bay Colony, a "diversion" canal, connected the Charles 
and Neponset Rivers in 1639 and is claimed as the "first major canal" and the "oldest industrial 
canal" in the United States. Apparently, the slow Charles River couldn't support a mill for the early 
settlers of Dedham, southwest of Boston. The diversion to the Neponset River made for a good head 
of water. 

"The Neck Diged through in 1730" on the Mohawk River near Rome, New York (then Fort 
Stanwick) could well be the first navigation canal in the US. It bypassed a long oxbow and had no 


locks and no tolls. Travelers from the Hudson River could continue from Rome over a one-mile 
portage that led to Wood Creek, Lake Oneida, and finally Lake Ontario and the western frontier. 

The Schuylkill and Susquehanna Canal Company has a claim as the first canal to be surveyed in 
the United States, in 1762 and again in 1770. It's also claimed as the first "public canal" company in 
the country. 

The James River Canal is claimed as the "first canal system in the nation" on the City of 
Richmond, Virginia website and the "first operating canal system with locks in the U.S." 

A group of Baltimore merchants in 1783 petitioned the State of Maryland for permission to build the 
"Susquehanna Canal" to the Pennsylvania line on the east bank of the Susquehanna. 

Virginia's Patowmack Company was incorporated in 1785 to build canals with locks around five 
impassable sections of the Potomac River. General George Washington was president. Construction 
was completed in 1802 (I don't know if it was after the Bellows Falls Canal). These canals may be 
the first canals with locks chartered in the US. It was not a success and little remains today. 

The South Hadley Canal in Massachusetts seems to be the first canal completed to bypass rapid 
water in the nation, in 1794. It was the first navigation canal perhaps in the sense that it created a 
new navigation route (as opposed to the Mohawk's "neck diged through", which was a shortcut on an 
already-navigable route). It did not use locks, but carts on an inclined plane dragged by water power, 
a technique already used in England. 

9) The Little Falls Canal on the Mohawk River in Little Falls, NY may be the first canal with locks in 
the nation, begun in 1793 and finished in 1795. 

10) The Conewago Canal avoided the treacherous Conewago Falls below Middletown, Pennsylvania, 
near Harrisburg, was certainly that state's first artificial waterway. It was built on the west bank of 
the Susquehanna. Its purpose was to link river traffic safely with Columbia and with the turnpike 
which ran from that town to Philadelphia. There are no claims that this is first, but it is older than 
some canals that claim to be first. 


11) The Old Santee Canal in South Carolina is clearly the nation's first summit canal. (A summit canal 
goes up and then back down to another body of water.) Construction was started in 1793 and 
finished in 1800, but little remains of it today. 
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These canals were known and used in the late 1700’s and early 1800’s. When a canal across New York 
State was first proposed by Jesse Hawley, a miller in the town of Geneva, Jefferson's reply to the request: "It is 
a splendid project and may be executed a century hence . . . here is a canal of a few miles projected by General 
Washington (the Potomac Canal) which has languished for many years because of a small sum of $200,000 . . . 
cannot be obtained . . . think of making a canal 350 miles long through a wilderness! It is a little short of 
madness to think about it." ". Dewitt Clinton then mayor of New York City supported the idea. He said, "The 
city will, in the course of time, become the granary of the world, the emporium of commerce, the seat of 
manufactures, the focus of great moneyed operations. And before the revolution of a century, the whole island 
of Manhattan, covered with inhabitants and replenished with a dense population, will constitute one vast city." 
Clinton's opponents called the proposal "Clinton's Folly". In 1817, Clinton became governor of New York 
State, funds for a canal from the Hudson River to the Great Lakes were quickly approved. On July 4, 1817 
unskilled workers broke ground in Rome and started west. This spot was chosen because no locks or aqueducts 
that would slow progress were needed for approximately 80 miles. This helped quiet Clinton's detractors. The 
Erie Canal ("Clinton's Big Ditch") opened on October 26, 1825, and was hailed as the greatest engineering 
marvel in the world. 363 miles long, forty feet wide, four feet deep, 18 aqueducts and 83 locks, the canal 
shortened travel time form the east coast to the gateway to the west (the Great Lakes) by half and reduced 
shipping costs by 90%. The Erie opened the only trade route west of the Appalachians, prompted the first great 
westward migration of American settlers, turned Rochester into the nation's first boom town and made New 
York City the busiest port in the United States. 


Prior to construction of the canal, New York City was the nation's fifth largest seaport, behind Boston, 
Baltimore, Philadelphia and New Orleans. Within 9 years of its opening all the costs associated with the Erie 
Canal were recovered through the tolls that were charged for its use. Within 15 years of its opening, New York 
was the busiest port in America, moving tonnages greater than Boston, Baltimore and New Orleans combined. 
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Canal boats on the Erie Canal 


With the start of the Erie Canal, the Philadelphia businessmen panicked. They had already lost about 
40% of their profits to the National Road, completed in 1818, connecting Baltimore to West Virginia. With the 
completion of the Erie Canal they were looking at the loss of most of the rest. They lobbied the state legislature 
to begin plans for a canal across the state connecting Philadelphia and Pittsburgh. The citizens of Pittsburgh 
were also very outspoken in their appeal to the government for some transportation medium that would connect 
them to the Eastern seaboard. While railroads were considered, the canal route was preferred because it was a 


proven technology. Thus with public pressure rapidly increasing the legislature passed 3 bill relating to building 
the Pennsylvania Canal. The Act of February 25, 1826 called for the commissioners of the Pennsylvania Canal 
to immediately begin construction at 3 points. 


The construction of the Eastern Division was started immediately although the Western Division at 
Pittsburgh wasn’t started until later. When the surveys were done to determine the route for the canal, it was 
found that the northern bank of the Allegheny River was preferable. Pittsburgh realized that all their lobbying 
was going up in smoke because the western terminus of the canal would have to be Allegheny City. They 
immediately rose up in arms and demanded that an aqueduct be made to Pittsburgh. The legislature conceded to 
this and it was built from the north side across the Allegheny River to the junction of Grant Street and Liberty 
Avenue. Another point upon which the Pittsburghers insisted was that the canal should go south through the city 
to connect with the Monongahela River at the point where the proposed C&O Canal was supposed to enter the 
city. This is the reason that the tunnel through Grants Hill was made. It turned out that the C&O Canal never 
made it this far and the tunnel was infrequently used. In fact the Western Division was closed in 1857. 


The most amazing thing about the whole canal project was that it was begun without a fully completed 
set of plans. Originally the Allegheny Portage Railroad was to be a set of canals on the eastern and western 
sides of Allegheny Mountain with a tunnel through the mountain connecting the canals. When the engineers 
planning the route realized that the tunnel would have to be 4 miles long the plan was scrapped. They then 
designed the portage railroad which was authorized in 1831. Basically, this 37 mile long railroad consisted of a 
series of 10 inclined planes —5 on each side of the mountain. 


Allegheny Portage Railroad Incline #8 
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THE BATTLE OF THE MONONGAHELA - BRADDOCK’S DEFEAT 


On July 9, 1755, General Edward Braddock, leading a force comprised of British 
regulars and colonial recruits, was completing a march of more than 100 miles 
enroute to capturing Fort Duquesne at the mouth of the Ohio River (the site of 
present day Pittsburgh). Braddock’s force consisted of approximately 1200 officers 
and men, of whom about 500 were colonials, plus a sizeable number of wagoneers, 
camp aides and more than 40 women. 


In a surprise for both sides, Braddock’s forces encountered opposition at the 
location of present day North Braddock , Pennsylvania. The opposing force 
consisted of approximately 254 French and Canadian regulars, along with about 
637 Indians, all of whom had been hurrying to the general area to engage General 
Braddock and his army. In the resulting battle (which lasted for more than 3 hours) 
the French and Indians employed unconventional (guerilla) tactics and annihilated 
Braddock’s troops, killing more than 970 of them. French losses totaled 16, while 27 
Indians were reported killed or wounded. General Braddock hiumself was mortally 
wounded and died a few days later near present day Uniontown, PA. The remnants 
of Braddock’s troops, including George Washington, Daniel Boone, Thomas Gage, 
Horatio Gates and Daniel Morgan, retreated. 


Prior to this battle, England and France had been engaged in a lengthy struggle for 
empire in the New World. At the time of the battle, 20 years before the American 
Revolution, England had colonies running along the Atlantic Coast, but these 
extended only as short distance inland. France, on the other hand, had penetrated 
present day Canada to a considerable depth, including most of the Great Lakes 
area. France had been driving south to control the mouth of the Ohio River, 
motivated by the desire to establish a water link with its Louisiana possessions and 
to control the interior of the continent. The concern this gave the British and their 
colonists prompted the decision to send Braddock’s force to capture Fort Duquesne 
and to control the Ohio River. 


The defeat of the Braddock Expedition left the French in control of the Ohio River 
and exposed settlers north and west of Cumberland, Maryland to violent Indian 
raids, effectively rolling back the British and colonial frontier. Two major 
consequences flowed from this battle. Prior to this engagement, the British army 
had been held in generally high regard by the colonials. However, the inflexibility of 
the British officers, combined with the panic of the troops as they encountered 
guerilla tactics, greatly reduced the esteem in which the British military was held. 
This created in the minds of the colonials a belief in the possibility of a successful 
military revolution against Great Britain. In the opinion of some historians, 
Braddock’s Field is where the possibility of American independence was conceived. 
The other major consequence of the battle was the beginning of legendary status for 
George Washington, whose conduct in the battle was favorably contrasted with that 
of Braddock and the other British officers. He had severeal horses shot from under 
him, yet continued to display great courage. It was said he had unsuccessfully 
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attempted to convince Braddock to allow the troops to adopt the guerilla style 
fighting methods of their opponents. The legend of Washington which followed him 
from Braddock’s Field led first to him being appointed Commander in Chief of the 
Continental Army, then to becoming the first President of the United States. 


Three years after the Battle, in 1758, General John Forbes assembled an army 
several times the size of General Braddock’s, crossed the mountains and captured 
the ruins of Fort Duquesne, which had just been abandoned by the French. The 
British then constructed Fort Pitt, their most elaborate stronghold in North 
America. With the fall of Fort Niagara and Quebec in 1759, the French were 
defeated. The significance of the British victory in the French and Indian War was 
enormous. The French were denied control of the interior of the continent. As it 
grew and prospered, the United States used English as its common language. It also 
followed the English common law tradition rather than that of the French civil code 


(except for Louisiana). 
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